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of these have lived in Syria continuously since the time of the
Diaspora.

For the ancestors of the various Christian peoples now liv-
ing in Syria and Palestine we must look, then, in the main*
to the Gentiles or heathen to whom Paul and his fellow-
missionaries preached. Though divided into many bodies,
the modern Christians may be roughly classed together, but
at the time when Christianity was first preached the heathen-
ism of Syria and Palestine was in no sense a unit. In the
cities the Greek forms of worship prevailed; in the coun-
try the local cults were followed. Some of these had sur-
vived from the earliest days, having never been .stamped out
by Judaism. Others were of later origin. Especially in
Syria there had been developed what may be called syn-
thetic or eclectic cults, by grafting borrowed ideas on the
local religions. Against the gospel propaganda, which flour-
ished in an extraordinary manner, notwithstanding the
fierce government persecutions, all the old religions made
stout resistance. Even after the Emperor Constantino rec-
ognized Christianity officially, the proud cities of Ascalon
and Gaza were strongly pagan. While the coast towns of
Phoenicia were nominally Christian, inland places contin-
ued to be homogeneously heathen. "Pagan" (rural) arid
"heathen" became synonymous terms. During the pagan
reaction under Julian, called "the Apostate/' Christians
were savagely tortured in the centres of the old cults. The
edicts of Theodosius, the last of which was issued in 390,
closed the temples, confiscated the religious property, and
abolished the privileges of heathen priests. Then, indeed,
paganism crumbled away. Gibbon speaks of the phenom-
enon as "the only example of the total extinction of any
ancient and popular superstition." "The generation that
arose in the world after the promulgation of the imperial
laws," so he goes on, "was attracted within the pale of the
Catholic Church, and so rapid, yet so gentle, was the fall of
paganism, that only twenty years after the death of Theo-
dosius the faint and minute vestiges were no longer visible
to the eyes of the legislator." l

1 "Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire/' chap. XXVIII,